by Lt. Jeff Blake

€ vereached the midpoint of our

deployment to the Mediterranean and

theArabian Gulf. After an uneventful

night OPFOR hop, I’ m spending my

timeinmarsha withthetypica excite-
ment and apprehension of the upcoming night trap. I'm
flying aircraft 206, aHornet with afull-up system and no
problemsof note (later analysiswill reveal anintermittent
IFF). Also airborneand playing avital roleisaircraft 105,
anF-14B.

I’ve commenced anormal Caselll approach and,
reaching platform at 5,000 feet, switch to assigned button
17 (channel B). Down in CATCC, an intermittent Mode|
from my aircraft isabout to produce mass confusion.
With no Modell hit from my Hornet, the“Mr. Hand”
operator neglectsto add 206 to thelist of aircraft on the
approach. | proceed on the approach. At three miles, |
commencetipover on the IL S bullseye, disappointed that
CATCCisunabletolock my aircraft for theACLS
approach. Meanwhile, 105 isvectored from the bolter
pattern two milesin trail.

Dueto thelack of IFFfrom my aircraft, only one
other person now knowsthat I'mfirstinline, and that’s
my final controller. The Tomcat’sfinal controller locksthe
next hit on his screen, which of courseisnot 105 but me

in 206. At about the sametime, my final controller locks
the next hit on the scope, mistakenly locking the Tomcat
at itstipover. Everything appears normal in my dark
cockpit, when, at just outsideamile, | get indications of
ACLSIlock on. | report the needles slightly up and on, and
CATCC concurs. Each aircraft isnow flying needles
intended for the other aircraft.
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You can imagine the confusion on the platform when
the Bosscallsover the5MC, “ Tomcat, 105, onemile,
Alpha” Paddlesislooking at aHornet bearing down with
about 15 seconds of flying timeuntil thetrap. Thearresting
gear, fresnel lens, and paddlesradios have all been set for
aTomcat on channel A. Paddles desperately scramblesto
reset the gear and lensfor aHornet and, inlieu of the
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the Ball?

...from high above the glideslope to well below, all
to the tune of blood-curdling power calls, and
then finally the waveoff. In the cockpit, | heard
none of it...
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incorrect lens setting, startstalking down the
Hornet. Unfortunately, the LSO radiosare never
switched to channel B, so | hear nothing but
silence. Here'sthe call to the Tomcat (on channel
A): “105, three-quartersof amile, call theball.”

TheTomcat RIO replies, “I don’t think so,”
and deselectsthe ACLS. Paddleshears 105's
comment (on channel A) and interpretsit asaball
cal. Meanwhile, in 206, I' ve deselected the ILS
and am flying the needlesinstead. Engrossedin
flying an on-and-on pass, I’ m focused on the
needles. At half amile, | realize nobody hastold
meto cal theball. Asl transition my scanto the
ball, I’ m surprised to seethelens showing what
appearsto beanearly clarahigh pass, with the ball
barely visible on thetop of thelens. | makemy ball
call (on channel B) as| start to correct the high but
receiveno response. Again | call theball—now it's
coming down toward the center. Still no response
from paddles. | make onelast ball call, then push
thethrottlesto mil for anin-close waveoff just as
the happy lightssignal methat paddlesagreeswith
that decision.

Asl clear the ship and climb away, I’ m struck
by the eerie symbol ogy of needlesremaining on my
HUD, remarkably still showing me*onand on.”
Strange! Confusion setsin; | deselect the needles
and continue with NORDO procedures, convinced
that | must havelost my radios. In the bolter
pattern abeam the ship, my radiosfinally crackle
" 206, paddles, sorry about that...wehad alittle
problem with thelens, we' |l get you next time!”

The phonesare now ringing off the hook in
CATCC with everyone, including the bossand the
captain of the ship, wanting to know what the heck
just happened.

Back in theready room after theflight, the
story dlowly unfolds, and it becomesvery apparent
how closetonight wasto amishap. The PLAT
camerareplay tellsachillingtae: | watch my
Hornet settlefrom high abovethe glidesopeto
well below, al to thetune of blood-curdling power
cals, and then finally the waveoff. Inthe cockpit, |
heard none of it, saw a stable centered-needles
approach, and took my own waveoff only because
| hadn’t heard a“roger ball.” | remember the ball
coming down but did not recognize how rapidly it
wasfdling.
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What finally brokethisevil chain of events
wasthe waveoff lightsfrom paddlesand asensein
the cockpit that something just wasn'’t right.

What linksin the chain could have been
severed earlier? First, an intermittent transponder
wasthe catalyst to thisentire melee. | now makeit
ahabit in marshal to check and double-check that
I’ m squawking al modesand codes. Be acutely
awarethat if your |IFFisbeing called intermittent
or inoperative, you may be susceptibleto ase-
guencing problem onthe approach. Onesolutionis
additional CATCC training and oversight, to prevent
theinadvertent ACL Slock of thewrong aircraft.
We a so decided that theAir Ops status board
should list recovering aircraft in order, rather than by
arcraft type. Also, the departure control ler, previ-
oudy undertasked during therecovery, will now
assistin correlation and proper order of “Mr. Hand.”

What could | have done? First, | could have
listened to what was said, not just what | ex-
pected to hear. The ACL Slock-on of my Hornet
was clearly predicated by acall from the control-
ler that the lock-on was at three miles, not one. |
heard the call and reported the needles, but never
made the correl ation between the two-mile split
that CATCC had called. | heard what | wanted to
hear, not what was actually communicated. The
Tomcat did hear the discrepancy on their final
lock-on call but merely made a sarcastic com-
ment and deselected the ACLS. If you're aware
that something’swrong, then speak up defini-
tively. You might end up saving your own life, or
thelife of one of your air-wing buds.

Finally, cress check, cross check, cross
check! I didn’t doit, and the ultimate responsibil-
ity for this near-missrestswith my breakdown.
Behind the ship on adark night, you oweit to
yourself to use everything at your disposal: ILS
and ACL S correlation, self-contained approach
numbers, VS|, DME, and, ultimately, theworld's
greatest glideslope indicator, thefresnel lens. Asa
nugget halfway through my first cruise, my scan
was unfortunately still developing. Onthisap-
proach, I’d put all my marblesinto one bag, the
ACLS, after al, needlesdon’t lie, right?Well, that
night they weren’t lying, but the story they were
telling was not intended for me. =s~

Lt. Blake flies with VFA-34



